
Editorial: Reps. Mike Coffman, Jared Polis set an example on defense budget

There's a lot of talk in Washington, D.C., these days about another debt ceiling showdown and
posturing over who is more fiscally responsible.

      

All but lost in the storm was a defense budget vote that serves as an example of how
lawmakers ought to work together to cut spending.

  

Colorado's U.S. Reps. Mike Coffman and Jared Polis — Coffman a Republican and Polis a
Democrat — had put forth a sensible idea to remove the U.S. Army's four permanent brigade
combat teams from western Europe.

The personnel would be replaced with cheaper, temporary forces that would rotate out. We're
talking about 15,000 military personnel. The difference is that troops who don't have permanent
housing and family members with them are far less expensive.

  

It strikes us as an easy call. Even Defense Secretary Leon Panetta has supported removing two
of the brigades. Even so, just 63 Republicans supported the Coffman-Polis measure, which
passed only because it was supported heavily by Democrats.

  

Such limp support from Republicans seems cynical given their heightened rhetoric about how
any increase in the debt ceiling must be matched by spending cuts.

  

The incident says several things. At its most basic level, it's clear there is disagreement about
what to cut. House Republicans have largely adopted a position of no military cuts — only
domestic spending. Democrats want both — cut their way, of course — and tax increases.

  

But we also have to wonder about the political calculus at work. House Speaker John Boehner,
an Ohio Republican, seems intent on beginning the summer with a debate about the spending
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cuts necessary before the GOP would agree to upping the debt limit. It enables him to shine a
light on the tepid economy during a presidential campaign.

  

Estimates vary, but the consensus seems to be that the country won't need the debt increase
until the end of the year, which is some seven months away.

  

At roughly the same time the country has to borrow more to pay off bills already incurred, the
Bush-era tax cuts will expire and huge, automatic, across-the-board spending cuts are set to
take place.

  

One could argue that Congress could do nothing, let the tax rates return to their pre-Bush
levels, and the country would be on the road to fiscal stability. Since lawmakers seem to
specialize in doing nothing, perhaps that isn't the worst outcome. But it's not the best, either.
The preferred route would be to see Congress take a more sophisticated and collaborative
approach to revenue generation and spending cuts in defense and domestic programs.

  

The Coffman-Polis idea about European troop deployment is an example of the kind of
responsible, bipartisan spending reductions that congress ought to embrace. Unfor- tunately, it's
the exception in Washington rather than the rule.
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